Characteristics of telephone calls in a psychiatric outpatient practice.
The goal of this study was to document the volume and characteristics of telephone calls from patients in an outpatient psychiatric clinic. Telephone calls from a psychiatric resident's patients were logged over a 6-month period. Information collected included sex of the caller, reason for the call, deemed importance of the call, primary psychiatric diagnosis, and insurance type. A total of 291 calls occurred during the 6-month period, with an average of 2.4 calls per work day. The physician deemed 1.5% of calls to be an emergency and 15% to be urgent. Of the resident's total case load of 115 patients over the 6 month period, 29% (n = 33) of patients never made physician-patient telephone contact. Female patients were significantly more likely to call than males. Requests for medication refills were the most frequent type of call (38%). The mean number of calls per patient in the caseload was significantly different across diagnostic groups, with patients with personality disorders and anxiety spectrum disorders making more calls than other groups. There was no significant difference in the volume of telephone calls between patients with private health insurance and those without. This study may be of particular interest to physicians and managed care systems who are interested in reimbursement for telephone psychiatry. This study confirms and extends the previously reported association between certain psychiatric disorders (personality disorders, anxiety spectrum disorders) and relative frequency of telephone calls to the physician. In addition, the high volume of calls for prescription refills is an important issue in telephone management.